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Abstract (Summary)

Writer Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, and four professors--Kwame Anthony Appiah, Ato Quayson, Eileen Julien, and Simon Gikandi-
-comment on Chinua Achebe's novel "Things Fall Apart."

(Copyright Feb. 08, 2008 by The Chronicle of Higher Education)

It would be hard to overstate how important Things Fall Apart is for modern African literature. And yet, like many works at the root
of literary traditions, its achievements are easy to overlook because it established a set of conventions and made them look
natural.

Chinua Achebe found ways to represent the many forms of language that live together in modern Africa -- indigenous mother
tongues in their formal and informal modes and varieties of the colonial languages -- by using different registers of English, from
the sonorous cadences of the King James Bible to the crisp, clean prose of realist Anglo-American fiction. His choices now seem
inevitable; but one has only to look at some of the earlier attempts at African novels in English to see that they were not.

He was able, too, to communicate, without exoticizing, an Igbo way of life that was already strange to many of his modern readers
- - in Africa as elsewhere -- in part because he solved the problem of providing us with the background information we strangers
needed without seeming to be simply ethnographic. The result was a world that many African readers have felt was theirs, even
though it was, in fact, fully local to a particular place and time. (And, as T.S. Eliot said, "I doubt whether a poet or novelist can be
universal without being local too.") Finally, | think he managed to represent the experience of colonization without reducing it to a
caricature in black and white.

-- Kwame Anthony Appiah, professor of philosophy, Princeton University

I grew up in Nsukka, a small university town in southeastern Nigeria, and | started reading when | was perhaps 4 years old. | read
a lot of British children's literature. | was particularly enamored of Enid Blyton. | thought that all books, by their very nature, had to
have white people in them, and so when | started to write, as soon as | was old enough to spell, | wrote the kinds of stories that |
was reading. All my characters were white and had blue eyes and played in the snow and ate apples and had dogs called Socks;
this, by the way, at a time when | had not been to England and had never seen snow and was more familiar with mangoes than
apples.

Then, when | was perhaps 8 or 9, | read Chinua Achebe's Things Fall Apart. It was a glorious shock of discovery. Here were
characters who had Igho names and ate yams and inhabited a world similar to mine. Okonkwo and Ezinma and Ikemefuna taught
me that my world was worthy of literature, that books could also have people like me in them. And so | like to think of Achebe as
the writer whose work gave me permission to write my own stories.

-- Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, author of Purple Hibiscus (Algonquin Books, 2003) and Half of a Yellow Sun (Knopf, 2006), winner
of the 2007 Orange Broadband Prize for Fiction

Whichever way you look at it, Things Fall Apart yields a vast payout of meanings, symbols, and provocations. The dominant
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